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Case-Based Learning

This slide show was compiled from the following sources:

Jarz, E. M., Kainz, G. A., & Walpoth, G. (1997). Multimedia-based case
studies in education: Design, development, and evaluation of multimedia-
based case studies. Journal of Educational Multimedia and Hypermedia, 6 (1),
23-46.

Merseth, K. (1991). The early history of case-based instruction: Insights for
teacher education today. Journal of Teacher Education, 42 (4), 243-249.

Case-based learning was employed in law schools as early as the late
1800’s. It has also been popular in business schools since the early
1900’s.
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Background

l the student is presented a story
or narrative about an event that has or has
supposedly happened (a case)

l cases allow students to benefit from  “lessons
learned” by other persons

l the case is read or “played” by students,
leading them to a “correct” response or to
understand effects of their decisions

Cases are like stories or story lines that students read or explore
interactively. They can direct students toward a conclusion, or provide
the resources and context to discuss and debate issues dynamically.

Case-based learning becomes case-based reasoning when more than
one case is provided. Case-based reasoning involves reasoning about
multiple cases and how prior solutions can be adapted to new
problems or how prior cases are related to new cases. For instance, in
health administration, given two different HMO-managed clinical
cases, how do students interpret the management styles of a trustee-
supported health care center?
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Who Uses Cases to Teach?

l good for teaching persons about roles in
which decisions must be made

l pre-service teachers
l instructional designers
l doctors, lawyers, business people
l cases typically used less in K-12
l what decision-making or other high-order

skills do you teach your students?

Cases are best used to teach people about realistic decision-making
situations. For instance, cases help train pre-service teachers,
instructional designers, doctors, lawyers, business people, and others,
how to respond to actual problems they will encounter in their fields.

Cases are used primarily for corporate and industrial training and
across many professional university programs. They are used less in K-
12 settings.
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Design Decisions (Jarz et al.)

l select a topic
l didactic design: what are the learning goals

for the case… knowledge acquisition,
authentic experiences, professional abilities?

l task design: what situations will the learner
encounter… routine and well-structured or
ill-defined requiring reasoning or creativity?

l curricular design: are cases the only teaching
method for a course, or only a supplement?

Didactic design is a major design decision relating to your learning
goals. If you prefer to direct students to a certain conclusion or core set
of knowledge, your web-based or multimedia case might simply tell a
story. If you prefer students experience a case in realistic terms, you can
design an interactive case through which students select multimedia
persons to “interview” or sort through digital libraries to find
information that helps to frame or “solve” a problem presented in the
case.

A second related design decision relates to task design. Cases can be
designed with complete information through which students quickly
understand the case, or incomplete information may be provided
through which students must engage in conversation and considerable
reasoning to reach an informed decision.
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Writing the Case (Jarz et al.)

l collect and reduce data, selecting only the
necessary processes and data to accurately
represent the case

l split the data into pieces, require the learner
to look in more than one place for important
information

l data may be redundant and contradictory

It will be impossible to represent a realistic case in all its natural
complexity, thus it becomes necessary to break the case down into
smaller, important components. When creating the case, it will be good
to embed clues to solving the case in various locations. In a multimedia
case, for example, students might need to mock “interview” three of
four different professionals to extract key information. Roger Schank’s
goal-based scenario modules developed at Northwestern provide good
samples of this type of multimedia case.

The Jarz (1997) article describes a multimedia case that divided content
into a business organizational chart. Students accessed information by
linking into various job areas, asking questions of the employees in
those positions, and extracting other embedded files and documents.

Data should be redundant, increasing the likelihood that students will
find relevant information in a large multimedia database. Further,
contradictory data can help promote reasoning about case events.
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Delivering the Case

l in a system architecture, the student responds
to the case (i.e., “what would you do?”);
incorrect responses elicit the “playing” of a
correct response

l in a classroom, follow-up questions are used
to guide the student to consider, ponder, and
understand important concepts (debriefing
the case)

Two primary methods are possible to deliver cases. Using technology,
a system can contain case information and increase the possibilities for
student interaction with the data (collecting it, sorting it, organizing it,
critiquing it, etc.). A low-tech option of simply presenting the case to a
class, then debriefing and discussing orally is also possible.
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Delivering the Case

l teachers should consider more than “content”
of case, but the discussion process as well

l teachers should prepare an outline of
concepts, subconcepts, to be elicited or
discussed through the case

l a list of leading questions may also be helpful
l procedures for assessing students’ effort and

work on cases should be specified

Whether a case is presented via technology or in person, instructors
should plan to “debrief” the case at some point with their students.
Outlining important concepts and issues from the case can help the
instructor ensure the debriefing session covers each important issue.
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Advantages

l context and authenticity
l showcases expert practices, helps students

focus on real professional issues
l generalizes content understanding into a

wider framework, potentially reducing
“inert” knowledge problem

l lends itself naturally to effective discourse,
communication, and debate among students

Case-based learning is promoted in many universities because it
teaches important concepts and facts within the context of authentic or
real-world situations. Context is thought to be more motivational to
learners and it provides a concrete framework from which complex
concepts can be more easily understood.

Further, case-based learning reduces the potential for “inert”
knowledge. Inert knowledge is learned information that is difficult or
impossible to apply to realistic situations, because it was learned in a
“chunked” fashion, typically out of all context or relation to reality.
When learning statistics, for example, simply crunching numbers may
leave a student with “inert” knowledge of formulas. If taught in the
context of a research design relevant to the student’s field, however, the
familiar context may help the student understand the relevance of that
information. Isolated facts are more difficult to integrate within
memories than facts taught in a realistic context.

Generic concepts should be applied and reiterated over a number of
cases, so students can begin to understand the diversity of uses for that
information.
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Disadvantages

l the best multimedia cases can take
considerable time to design and develop; a
team-approach is recommended with a
content specialist, instructional designers,
multimedia producers, and programmers

l complex cases require the collection and
storage of a large quantity of resources

Disadvantages to case-based learning include: increased time to design
and develop quality cases, particularly technology or multimedia cases;
need to collect and provide students with sufficient resources to
understand the case;


